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I. Introduction 
 
Hunger, illiteracy, diseases, and lack of education are all issues that cause human 
suffering in the world. The intensity of this suffering is great and the rise of 
globalization adds an international dimension to these issues. According to Pogge 
(2005, p. 1), these are all issues which could be easily eradicated, if there was the 
motivation to do so. For the time being, however, the problems remain persistent. 
Beitz (2001, p. 95) points out that inequality has increased, rather than decreased 
over the past decades. Human suffering becomes such a relevant topic due to the 
intensity and its persistence. The solution to this problem is directly linked to 
international distributive justice and therefore this will be the topic of my thesis.  
 Various approaches to international distributive justice are possible, but in this 
thesis, I will limit myself to a relational approach. Such an approach stands in 
contrast to a theory which, for instance, Singer (1971) proposes. Singer argues that 
the distance and the relation people have with each other are irrelevant to the facts 
about justice. I will rather look at the impacts that relations do have. Freeman (2007, 
p. 443) shows the relevancy of relationships in our moral thinking. If a child is born 
with fewer talents than his other siblings this should not lead to less attention from 
his family. The relationship binds the family members no matter what conditions are 
present. If a child is born outside of the family, however, matters for the way in which 
the family threats this child as they do not share the same relationship. I will more 
specifically focus on the impact that follows from the relationships created by 
institutions. In such an approach the nature of institutional and political relationships 
between individuals determines the content, scope, and justification of the principles 
of justice (Verschoor, 2012, p. 206).  
  The reason that I focus on institutional relationships is provided by John 
Rawls in his influential work A Theory of Justice. According to Rawls (1999a, p. 6) 
the primary institutional relationship upon which the principles of justice should focus 
is the basic structure. The basic structure consists of the major social and political 
institutions which distribute fundamental rights and duties, and determine the division 
of advantages. The reason for the basic structure to be the primary site of justice is 
that it has such a profound and pervasive impact on the lives of peoples (1999a, p. 
7). Within societal life, it is impossible to avoid the basic structure and its effects are 
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present right from birth. The result of this approach is that the principles of justice are 
not meant to regulate individual behavior directly, but rather constrain behavior 
indirectly by creating a just background in which people act. Pogge (1992, p. 56) 
adds to this that the goal of distributive justice is not to divide a pool of resources, but 
rather choosing a design of ground rules which regulates the distribution of 
resources. These ground rules are the main object of distributive justice within the 
institutional approach. 
 Rawls's definition of the basic structure can be interpreted in three distinct 
ways. Abizadeh (2007, p. 320) discusses each of these interpretations and shows 
they all lead to different reasonings. The first interpretation is that the basic structure 
compromises the institutions that determine the fundamental terms of social 
cooperation (2007, p. 319). The scope of the basic structure is then limited to those 
people that are engaged in social cooperation which is regulated by the same 
institutions. A second interpretation is that the basic structure consists of those 
institutions that have a pervasive impact on people's lives. The scope of the basic 
structure is defined by those people that are being pervasively impacted by the same 
institutions. The third interpretation of the basic structure is that it consists of those 
institutions that subject people to coercion. The scope of the basic structure is then 
defined by the people that are coerced by the same institutions. These three 
interpretations translate into three respective theories, namely social cooperation 
theory, pervasive impact theory, and coercion theory (2007, p. 320). 
 I will primarily focus on the social cooperation theory as there is an active 
debate going about if there exists a global basic structure based on social 
cooperation. Some examples of institutions that are included in the basic structure 
are: a political constitution; the legal system of trials and other legal procedures it 
supports; the institution of property, market laws which make economic production, 
exchange and consumption possible; the institution of the family (Rawls, 2001, p. 
10). Religious institutions are an example of an institution that does not belong to the 
basic structure (Freeman, 2013, p. 207). The church can have a great impact on the 
society but is not basic in the sense that it is not necessary for cooperation to exist.    
 The institutions of the basic structure are then, according to the social 
cooperation theory, meant to guide the fundamental terms of cooperation. These 
fundamental terms of cooperation are the way in which (1) the main social and 
political institutions are fit together in a society, (2) the basic rights and duties are 
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assigned, and (3) the division of advantages that arise from social cooperation are 
regulated (Rawls, 1999a, p. 6). From these characteristics naturally follows that 
when there is social cooperation there is also pervasive impact by the institutions on 
the people involved in this social cooperation. Trade, for example, is a form of 
cooperation but has a substantial influence on people's lives. Therefore, I will also 
incorporate aspects of the pervasive impact theory in my arguments. 
 The two positions that I will discuss both originate from the philosophy of 
Rawls. As I will explain in more detail below, Rawls (1999a, p. 121) argues for the 
application of distributive principles but states that the applicability of these principles 
should be limited to the domestic society. This limitation of application has caused 
for great discussion and many scholars have taken different positions on the issue. I 
will focus here on two of these positions. The first of these positions I will call right-
institutionalism. These scholars argue that there is a clear difference between the 
domestic and the international and that therefore the principles of justice should be 
limited to the basic structure of a domestic society (Blake & Smith, 2015). The 
second position I will call left-institutionalism. These scholars criticize this limitation of 
application and instead argue in favor of global principles of justice. They state that 
the difference between the domestic and international is not as impactful as the right-
institutionalist argue. The positions have in common that they argue that the 
principles of justice should be limited to the basic structure, but they differ in their 
answer to the question if there only exists a basic structure on the domestic level or 
that there also exists a global basic structure.  
 Important to note here is that both right-institutionalist, as well as left-
institutionalist, argue against the current state of international affairs (Blake & Smith, 
2015). The difference between these two positions then is that right-institutionalist 
like Rawls argue that we should change international affairs up on to the point that all 
nations are well-ordered and that foreign policies follow the rules described by the 
law of peoples. For the left-institutionalists, the international order should look the 
same as the domestic order in that there are global principles of justice. My research 
question, therefore, will be: ''Is it justified to limit the scope of distributive principles of 
justice to the basic structure of a domestic society when the basic structure is 
understood as compromising the institutions that guide social cooperation?''. The 
right-institutionalist will argue ''yes'', while the left-institutionalist will argue against 
this.  
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 I will provide an answer to this research question by going through four 
chapters. As both the right-institutionalist and the left-institutionalist position originate 
from the philosophy of Rawls I will start out in the first chapter by explaining Rawls's 
(1999a; 1999b) view on distributive justice. In the second chapter, I will set out the 
right-institutionalist view. I will go over the arguments provided by Freeman (2007) 
and Sangiovanni (2007). In the third chapter, I will set out the left-institutionalist 
position. I will do this by going over the arguments from scholars like Beitz (1999), 
Moellendorf (2011) and Abizadeh (2007). From the theoretical framework that I have 
created in the first three chapters, I will move on to an evaluation of the arguments in 
the fourth chapter. Here I will look at the strength and weaknesses of the 
argumentations that I have provided. Having done all this I will be able to answer my 
main research question and I will argue that it is not justified to limit the scope of the 
distributive principles of justice to the domestic society. 
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II. Rawls’s View on Distributive Justice 
 
As mentioned above, both the right-institutionalist and the left-institutionalist view 
originate from the philosophy of Rawls. Which position Rawls himself belongs to is 
open to debate. Rawls himself states in A Theory of Justice and in The Law of 
Peoples that the scope of his distributive principles should be limited to the domestic 
basic structure. This would put him in the right-institutionalist position. According to 
Pogge (1989), this is based on an inconsistency within Rawls's thinking however and 
therefore Rawls's philosophy actually belongs to the left-institutionalist position.   
 In this chapter, I will give an overview of Rawls's view on distributive justice. I 
will start out by discussing his principles for the domestic society followed up by an 
explanation for the principles of justice that should rule the international realm.  
 
2.1 A Theory of Justice 
To find out which principles of justice should be applied within the basic structure of 
a domestic society, Rawls (1999a, p. 16) proposes the original position. The original 
position is a thought experiment in which people have to decide what principles of 
justice their society should be built on. An important feature of the original position is 
the veil of ignorance (1999a, p. 118). The veil of ignorance hides all facts like race, 
gender, and class to the people that will decide on the principles. Because of this, 
they do not know how various alternative principles will affect their personal situation 
and therefore people will be unable to press for personal advantages (1999a, p. 
121). People have no choice but to choose those principles that are fair to everyone 
since they do not know where in society they will end up. 
 The first principle that is chosen in the original position is that each person 
has a claim to a number of basic rights which are compatible with the basic rights for 
everyone else. This principle is mostly applied to the constitution and should 
guarantee such rights as freedom of speech and the right to vote. The second 
principle is that social and economic inequalities are justified under the condition (1) 
that everyone has equal opportunities and (2) that the inequalities are in the 
advantage of the least-advantaged of society. This principle is to be applied against 
the economic institutions of a society. The second part of this principle, also referred 
to as the difference principle, is most relevant to distributive justice.   
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2.2 The Law of Peoples  
To find out what principles of justice are to be applied to the international arena 
Rawls (1999b, p. 32) proposes a second session of the original position. In this 
session, the parties that choose between the different principles are representatives 
of nations. They too are subject to the veil of ignorance, meaning that the 
representatives are unaware of things like their access to natural resources or 
economic development (1999b, p. 33). Because of this, the representatives cannot 
press for specific advantages for their nation but instead, must come to an 
agreement of fair principles that should regulate behaviour in the international arena. 
The principles that are agreed to by the representatives, are to regulate social 
cooperation (1999b, p. 35). The following principles are chosen by the 
representatives (1999b, p. 37): 
1. Peoples are free and independent, and their freedom and independence are 
to be respected by other peoples. 
2. Peoples are to observe treaties and undertakings. 
3. Peoples are equal and are parties to the agreements that bind them. 
4. Peoples are to observe a duty of non-intervention. 
5. Peoples have the right of self-defence. 
6. Peoples are to honour human rights. 
7. Peoples are to observe certain specified restrictions in the conduct of war 
8. Peoples have a duty to assist other peoples living under unfavourable condi-
tions that prevent their having a just or decent political and social regime  
Although Rawls admits that this list is incomplete and in need of more interpretation, 
it is evident that there are no principles regarding distributive justice. The eighth prin-
ciple in this list does mention a duty of assistance to those nations that live under 
unfavourable conditions (henceforth, burdened societies). These burdened societies 
either lack political and cultural traditions, the human capital or the material and 
technological resources needed to properly function (be well-ordered) (1999b, p. 
106). The goal of the duty of assistance is to establish just institutions in a society. 
This needs to be done by developing those institutions that are relevant for a society 
to become well-ordered and to create a social world that makes it possible for its 
members to have a worthwhile life. This does not mean providing aid as in money 
and food. According to Rawls (1999b, p. 108), there is no society anywhere in the 
9 
 
world with resources so scarce that it is unable to properly function. Historical exam-
ples, like Japan, even indicate that resource-poor countries can fare very well. Heath 
(2005, p. 237) also affirms this point. For the past two hundred years, rich nations 
have not accumulated their wealth through resources, but rather through the creation 
of capital and decision making. This is also supported by the empirical findings of 
Sen (1981). Out of four historical cases, Sen concludes that food decline is not the 
main cause of famine. Rather, the main problem in these cases was the failure of 
governments to distribute the food that was available. In line with Sen's conclusions, 
Rawls (1999b, p. 109) argues, that the focus should be changing the political culture 
and supporting the government capabilities.  
 Rawls (1999b, p. 117) argues that the implementation of a global distributive 
principle would lead to unacceptable results. He proposes a hypothetical situation in 
which two societies, A and B, start out with the same amount of wealth and have 
about the same size population. Society A starts to develop by industrializing, while 
society B does not. A few decades later society A is substantially wealthier than so-
ciety B, as a result of the industrialization. Rawls then argues that it seems unac-
ceptable that country A has to transfer wealth to country B just because it made bet-
ter decisions.  The problem, according to Rawls (1999b, p. 119), is that a global dis-
tributive principle lacks a cut-off point. It demands distribution, meaning that no mat-
ter what decisions a society makes it will end up with the same amount of wealth. In 
contrast, the duty of assistance has a clear goal of developing the institutions of a 
society. After this, the society is free to develop in the way it wishes.   
 Rawls thus seems to imply that societies need to make their own decisions 
and that therefore principles of distributive justice do not apply. One could question 
why this counts for societies, but not for the individuals living in a society. After all, 
individuals living in a society do have to comply with a distributive principle, namely 
the difference principle. The difference principle limits the choices people in a society 
can make, just like a global difference principle would limit the choices of different 
societies. If this limitation of scope is to be defended, the right-institutionalist need to 
provide arguments for why there is a difference between the domestic and the inter-
national order and why it is justified to develop separate principles of justice based 
on this. 
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III. Right-Institutionalism  
 
Right-institutionalism is an anti-cosmopolitan position. These scholars argue that the 
scope of justice should be limited to the basic structure. As explained earlier, the 
basic structure here is understood as to compromise those institutions that 
determine the fundamental terms of social cooperation. According to the right-
institutionalists such a basic structure only exists on the domestic level and therefore 
the principles of justice are to be limited to the domestic basic structure of a society. 
The argumentation from the right-institutionalists thus is as follows: (1) the scope of 
the principles of justice is limited to those who share an institutional relationship, (2) 
these institutional relationships only exist in domestic societies, therefore (3) the 
scope of the principles of justice should be limited to the domestic society.  
 In this chapter, I will explain why the right-institutionalist argue that these 
institutional relationships only exist on the domestic level. I will provide two 
arguments, starting out with the argument about the necessity of the domestic 
society for individual development. Next, I will discuss the reciprocity argument which 
is supported by, among others, Sangiovanni (2007) and Freeman (2013). 
 
3.1 Individual Development  
According to Freeman (2007), there is a difference between cooperation which 
happens in the domestic society and the cooperation that happens in the 
international arena. This difference is based upon the necessity of the cooperation. 
The effects of cooperation in the domestic society are necessary for the 
development of the individual (Freeman, 2007, p. 421). The cooperation shapes us 
as human beings in the sense that it develops our conception of the good, develops 
our moral powers and many other of our social capabilities. People are able to 
survive without the help of others, but this would significantly change our way of 
living. Moreover, Rousseau (1999, p. 59) tries to show, by the means of his story of 
the state of nature, how much we owe to society. We are in large part products of 
our social environment. For instance, without society, we could not develop language 
and social norms. Rousseau states that due to cooperation in the society, people 
can develop from limited animals into intelligent human beings.   
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 Cooperation on the global level is different in the sense that it is not necessary 
for the development into intelligent human beings (Freeman, 2007, p. 422). Global 
cooperation brings along many benefits and ever since the era of globalization, 
international trade has brought the world much economic growth. Before 
globalization, however, international cooperation happened on a much smaller scale 
and played an insignificant part in people's lives. The lack of global cooperation did 
not stop people from developing into intelligent human beings. If we lose 
international cooperation we would lose much economic growth and many benefits. 
We would however not lose, as the case with domestic cooperation, capabilities like 
morality and our conceptions of the good. 
 Distributive justice should be limited to the institutional relationships that are 
most relevant. Freeman (2007, p. 442) thus argues that cooperation which exists 
within the domestic society is of much greater value than that which occurs 
internationally (because individual development depends on the domestic basic 
structure). Therefore, the scope of distributive justice should be limited to those who 
participate in this form of social cooperation as the pervasive impact is the greatest 
here.  
 
2.2 Reciprocity  
Sangiovanni (2007, p. 4) argues that duties of distributive justice apply to those 
people that share a relationship based on reciprocity. Such a relationship only exists 
on the domestic level and therefore distributive justice is limited to members of the 
same society. Sangiovanni (2007, p. 20) defends this claim by first explaining what 
kind of reciprocal relationships exists within states, followed by an explanation of why 
these relationships matter. 
 Most modern states possess regulative and distributive capacities (2007, p. 
20). Police are able to defend their citizens from harm and access to a market is 
provided in which citizens can develop their talents. These things can be referred to 
as public goods. These public goods free the citizens from the need of protecting 
themselves and establish institutions like property rights. The functioning of the state 
is dependent on the citizens. Together they maintain and constitute the state through 
taxation, participation and by complying. It is thus the citizens themselves who 
provide basic public goods to each other by supporting the state.  
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 Why then should this provision of public goods lead to distributive justice 
among the fellow citizens? Consider how much of what a person does and receives 
depends on the society this person lives in (Sangiovanni, 2007, p. 26). First of all, 
the market is the place where the talents of individuals are appreciated and 
rewarded. This market depends on the legal framework which is provided by the 
state. States must guarantee rights like property for a functioning market to exist. 
Secondly, next to the market it is the citizens who provide the institutional framework 
in which individuals can develop their talents. In these two ways, members of a 
society offer something to each other which they do not offer to members of other 
societies. It is for these reasons there exist duties of distributive justice to an 
individual’s fellow society members. This is thus a matter of reciprocity, as members 
of societies give each other a fair return for what they receive. 
 The provision of public goods is not only a matter of giving each other a fair 
return, it is also necessary for the principles of distributive justice to be well applied. 
Murphy (1998, p. 262) explains that applying the principles of justice to the basic 
structure is the most optimal way of realizing justice. The reason for this is that 
without the presence of a basic structure people do not have any assurance that the 
restraints they follow are matched by others. Miller (1999, p. 19) that distributive 
justice requires the provision of the public goods to guarantee a properly functioning 
system.  
 This reciprocal relationship also exists in the international order, but to a 
lesser extent (Sangiovanni, 2007, p. 21). The range of issues the international order 
has authority over is first of all limited in comparison to states. Even a 
comprehensive institutional structure like the European Union holds power over only 
a few issues if compared to the authority of states. A second way in which the 
international order differs is that our current international order presupposes the 
existence of states. The international order lacks financial, administrative, and 
sociological means which are required to sustain any kind of society. All these 
means are provided by the states that support the international order. In contrast, 
states are supported by individuals. Similarly, Barry (1982, p. 233) argues that the 
international order does not consist of one unit. Institutions like the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) provide some public goods in the form of assistance, but these 
relationships are one-sided in the sense that in most cases the rich nations assist the 
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poorer nations. The relationship does not consist of reciprocity and therefore the 
principles of distributive justice should not be applied.   
 Freeman (2013, p. 203) agrees with the role that reciprocity plays in limiting 
the scope of distributive justice. He adds to the discussion an extra focus on the role 
of institutions. Freeman (2013, p. 207) defines the basic institutions as those that are 
needed to make cooperation among individuals in a society possible and productive. 
Distributive justice depends on the functioning of the basic institutions (2013, p. 206). 
These institutions set up the framework that specifies the rules, allocate and 
distribute rights, powers, opportunities, etc. Distributive justice is thus all about how 
the principles of justice regulate the specific basic institutions of a society. These 
basic institutions do not exist naturally but are socially constructed over time (2013, 
p. 206). In different societies, different institutions have been constructed. They are 
distinct in the sense that each of them provides a basis for expectations that 
individuals can form and rely on in undertaking cooperation with others. Members 
from different societies cooperate within a different framework of basic institutions 
and therefore they owe distributive duties only to those who share their framework 
(2013, p. 209).   
 Such a political structure that is strong enough for social cooperation only 
exists, according to Freeman (2007, p. 39), on the domestic level. The political 
structure must be able to cope with a complicated system of legal norms on which 
economic production, exchange, and consumption are based. This structure must 
specify these norms and also be able to revise them to meet new conditions. We 
cannot find anything similar in terms of strength and intensity in the international 
realm. The global cooperation that does exist is qualitatively different from the basic 
structure in a domestic society. What makes it qualitatively different is that the 
international institutions hold no original political jurisdiction or any effective political 
power. This means that international institutions can only act on the basis of 
jurisdiction which they receive from states (2007, p. 40). As long as these states are 
able to withdraw their support from the international institutions, these institutions 
remain supervened by the power of independent states. 
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IV. Left-Institutionalism 
 
Cosmopolitans, in general, argue against principles of justice that are based on 
national defenses (Brock, Brighouse, 2005, p. 1). The scholars take in different 
positions, but most of them step away from local loyalties and instead highlight the 
obligations we have towards people all around the globe (2005, p. 3). Those 
cosmopolitans who argue that institutional relationships determine that scope of the 
moral duty, I will call left-institutionalists. They argue that the global principles of 
justice should operate directly via the international institutions. These scholars are 
cosmopolitans in the sense that they argue that there is little difference between the 
domestic and the international structure and that, in contrast to the right-
institutionalist position, there exists a global structure upon which we can build 
principles of justice. In their definition of the basic structure, there is often an 
emphasis on the economic factors that bind people together. The argumentation 
from the left-institutionalists is thus as follows: (1) the scope of the principles of 
justice is limited to those who share an institutional relationship, (2) people all around 
the world share an institutional relationship that is strong enough, therefore (3) there 
are global distributive principles of justice.  
 In this chapter of my thesis, I will mainly focus on the second part of the 
argumentation. I will show why the left-institutionalist scholars argue that people all 
around the world share an institutional relationship which is strong enough to build 
global principles of justice on. I will start out by addressing Abizadeh's (2007) 
criticism towards the right-institutionalist position. Next, I will discuss the view of 
Beitz (1999) who focuses on the international economy as forming an international 
cooperative scheme. Lastly is the argument from Moellendorf (2005) who limits 
distributive duties to associative relationships. Such relationships then exist on a 
global scale and therefore global distributive duties exist.  
 
4.1 Site/scope thesis 
Abizadeh (2007) argues that the arguments used by the right-institutionalists are 
flawed. To recall, the structure of the right-institutionalist argument was the following: 
(1) the primary site of justice is a society's basic structure, (2) a basic structure on a 
global scope does not exist, (3) therefore, the scope of justice is not global (2007, p. 
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322). The right-institutionalist aims at limiting the scope of justice. The scope of 
justice refers to the range of persons who are involved in the scheme of distributive 
justice. In reality, however, the argument, as written above, only makes a statement 
about the so-called site of justice. The site of justice refers to the objects that are 
subjected to justice, like for example individual actions or institutions. The right-
institutionalist argument provides reasons for the site of justice to be limited to the 
basic structure, but it does not provide any reasons for putting a limit to the range of 
people that are involved in this basic structure. To defend that the scope of justice 
should be limited to the domestic basic structure, the argument needs to somehow 
connect the site to the scope. This is what Abizadeh refers to as the site/scope 
thesis. Any argument regarding distributive justice should adhere to this thesis.  
 A link between the site and the scope of justice can be made in three possible 
ways (2007, p. 324). The first option is an existence condition. According to this 
condition, justice presupposes the existence of a basic structure before any 
demands of justice can arise. The second is called the constitutive condition which 
implies that justice and the basic structure always go together in the sense that the 
basic structure is a part/constitutive of justice.  The third is the instrumental condition 
according to which the basic structure is an instrument used to realize justice. It is 
justified to limit the scope of justice to the basic structure only when there is an 
existence condition and the basic structure is thus presupposed to justice. For the 
other two conditions counts however that they are not arguments to limit the scope of 
justice, but rather they are arguments for realizing more basic structure to be able to 
apply justice everywhere. So, for the site/scope thesis to be valid the existence 
condition must apply (2007, p. 325).  
 Abizadeh (2007, p. 336) points towards Sangiovanni's argument as lacking 
this existence condition and therefore not providing a good argument for limiting the 
scope of justice. Abizadeh (2007, p. 337) argues that it is the role of the principles of 
justice to secure a just background to which people can act. For this just background 
to exist it might be necessary to provide the reciprocity conditions that Sangiovanni 
and Barry mention. This argument, however, does not prove that reciprocity is an 
existence condition. The provision of collective goods is a constituent of justice, but 
not one that should exist before justice ever applies. One could even argue that if 
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reciprocity is that important to the principles of justice, it becomes a demand to 
increase reciprocity towards other societies (Gilabert, 2007).  
 
4.2 International cooperative scheme  
Beitz (1999, p. 129) claims that if one argues in favour of the principles of justice 
which Rawls proposes for the domestic case, one should also argue for the same 
type of principles within international relations. If we accept the idea that was 
proposed by Kant (1795, p. 106) and Rawls (1999a, p. 6) that social cooperation 
brings along moral duties, we have to accept the idea of international moral duties. 
The reason for this is, according to Beitz (1999, p. 144), that states participate in 
complex international economic, political and cultural relationships which all indicate 
the existence of a scheme of global social cooperation.  
 This global scheme of social cooperation is especially evident when we look 
at international trade and the interdependence which it brought along (Beitz, 1999, p. 
144). The flow of goods and services across borders has increased substantially 
over the past decades. Katzenstein (1975, p. 1028) also confirms this growth of 
interdependence and increase in international transactions. In the mid 20th century 
this growth was initially attributed to a recovery from World War II. After the rates 
kept continuing however it now seems unlikely that the rates of international 
transactions will stop increasing. Katzenstein predicts that we have not reached the 
end stage yet and that in the future interdependence will become an increasingly 
important phenomenon. Another factor which indicates the global scheme of social 
cooperation is the influence that political and legal institutions perform on the global 
distribution of wealth (Beitz, 1999, p. 149). Among these institutions, the rule of non-
intervention might be the most important. The principle holds that states should not 
interfere with the affairs of other states. Non-intervention has been heavily 
incorporated into the foreign affairs of many states causing effects on the wellbeing 
of many peoples.  
 Beitz (1999, p. 145) argues, that on the surface it seems like most states 
benefit from participation in international trade in the sense that it increases wealth. 
On the flipside, however international trade increases inequalities in many areas. 
First of all, it increases the relative gap between rich and poor countries. One factor 
in this is the existence of huge multinational corporations (1999, p. 146). These 
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cooperations are able to set up monopolies with their advantages in technology and 
capital. When a location offers more profitable conditions, the multinational move 
their production to these new territories. By doing this, countries are forced to 
compete with each other and lower their environmental and labour standards. In 
turn, this causes worse conditions for the poorer people in these countries, but 
cheaper products in rich countries. A second factor is an increase in political 
inequalities caused by participation in international trade (1999, p. 147). Countries 
that are heavily dependent on exports are vulnerable when a trading partner 
threatens to stop trading. A third set of factors is the effects that international trade 
has on domestic inequalities (1999, p. 148). The gains that occur from international 
trade are often concentrated into the hands of a small percentage of peoples. 
Foreign investors also often have great political influence which is used to support 
the existence of inegalitarian governments.  
 Some right-institutionalist scholars like Heath (2005, p. 203) argue that Beitz 
greatly overestimates the level of international cooperation. Heath makes a 
distinction between three types of cooperation which respectively ask for more 
institutionalization. The first is coordination which refers to choosing one of the 
multiple ways to do something. An example of this is driving on the right side of the 
road. As long as everybody does this, nobody will have an incentive to deviate away 
from it. A second form of cooperation is letting people do something in the same 
way. This form of cooperation, however, becomes more difficult through the arrival of 
the free-rider problem. Everybody benefits when everyone throws their garbage in 
the garbage can. It might, however, be more beneficial for an individual to let 
everyone else throw their garbage in the garbage can, but save time by throwing it 
themselves on the ground. A third form of cooperation is redistribution which asks for 
the most institutionalization. This can, for example, be done by taxes. In practice, 
none of these types of cooperation, which are common on the domestic level, are 
achieved on the international level. Countries have different driving rules, use 
different units to measure and come not even close to applying redistribution as 
which occurs on the domestic level.  
 Facts about the intensity of cooperation do not matter to Beitz (1999, p. 149) 
however. Based on this relationship of global social cooperation Beitz concludes that 
there exists enough of a global structure upon we can build global distributive 
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principles. International trade has effects that would never exist if societies would be 
self-sufficient (1999, p, 152). It is not necessary that this global cooperation is as 
intense as domestic cooperation. According to Beitz (1999, p. 150), it is enough that 
some societies profit while others do not fare well.   
 
4.3 Associative duties 
According to Moellendorf (2005, p. 149), duties of justice exist between those people 
that share an association. Such an association occurs when social practices or 
institutions regularly affect the moral interests of a person (2002, p. 32). This person 
is then in an association with all those who act within the limits of these practices and 
institutions. Such an associative relationship must adhere to the following 
requirements: they are (1) relatively strong, (2) largely non-voluntary, (3) consist of a 
significant amount of background rules for relationships between peoples, (4) be 
governed by norms that can be subject to human control (Moellendorf, 2011, p. 537). 
 Moellendorf (2011) then argues that there is a global association which meets 
all the requirements. In the previous argument, Beitz already established that states 
participate in complex economic relationships. These economic relationships might 
not be as intense as on the domestic level, but they can still be considered relatively 
strong. Moellendorf (2005, p. 154) argues that these economic relationships are 
much stronger than is often presented. This is indicated first of all by the fact that 
even if international trade does not constitute the majority of most countries Gross 
Domestic Product, it still has a significant impact on the economies of many 
countries (2005, p. 154). Secondly, there is increased international competition 
caused by Foreign Direct Investment, which pushes countries to adopt, for example, 
more flexible labor policies (2005, p. 155). Thirdly, there is the huge influence from 
international financial institutions like the IMF or the World Bank. 
 The presence of the IMF and the World Bank indicate background rules that 
regularize trade. Scanlon (1989, p. 202) confirms this and argues that the world 
economy is characterized by a public system of rules defining the rights and duties of 
peoples. Buchanan (2000, p. 706) points towards various regional and international 
trade agreements (the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, the North American 
Free Trade Agreement, European trade treaties), the presence of international 
financial regimes and a global system of private property rights.  
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 In the previous argument, Beitz (1999, p. 147) stated that in our current trade 
regime same states have become so dependent on trade that it becomes difficult for 
them to drop these relationships. Cohen (1988, p. 241) indicates that people are 
often forced to choose certain jobs because the international economy leaves them 
no choice. Together these factors make the economic relationships non-voluntary.   
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V. Evaluation of the Arguments  
 
In this chapter, I will evaluate the argumentations that have been used to defend 
both positions. I will start out by looking at the right-institutionalist position followed 
up by an evaluation of the left-institutionalist position. Having done this I will 
conclude which of these positions has proposed the best argumentation and which 
position I will agree with. 
 
5.1 Right-Institutionalism  
The argumentation of the right-institutionalists was the following: (1) the scope of the 
principles of justice is limited to those who share an institutional relationship, (2) 
these institutional relationships only exist in domestic societies, (3) therefore the 
scope of the distributive principles of justice should be limited to the domestic 
society.  
 The first right-institutionalist argument came from Freeman. He argues that 
cooperation on the domestic level is of much greater value than international 
cooperation as individual development depends on this cooperation. Distributive 
duties of justice should be limited to those relationships that are most valuable and 
therefore there are no global distributive principles. I argue that the structure of the 
argument is valid. As explained by Abizadeh, right-institutionalist arguments should 
provide reasons for why the basic structure is presupposed by the demands of 
justice. Freeman's argument states that social cooperation in the domestic society is 
presupposed as it creates the conditions for humans to develop their social 
capabilities. The argument is thus valid in the sense that assuming Freeman's claim 
regarding the difference in domestic and international cooperation is right it follows 
that justice should be limited to the domestic society.   
 I disagree with Freeman's argument, however, as I argue that the differences 
between domestic and international cooperation are not as important as Freeman 
claims they are. If a society has influence on the development of individuals outside 
of the system this would mean that these outsiders also fall within the basic structure 
of the society. In the past, it might have been true that individuals were only 
influenced by their own society, but nowadays I think that there exist various ways in 
which a state influences the life of outsiders. An example of this is a state closing its 
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borders to immigrants. Not being able to enter a country forms a pervasive impact on 
this person's life. Following the argument, this person would then participate in the 
basic structure of this country. Generally speaking, the life of a state its own citizens 
will be most affected by the basic structure, but I argue that this difference is too 
vague to base duties of distributive justice on.  
 The second right-institutionalist argument was that duties of distributive justice 
are limited to those people that share a reciprocal relationship. These reciprocal 
relationships exist within states, but not in the international order. For this reason, 
duties of distributive justice are to be limited to the domestic society. I agree with the 
claim that reciprocity plays an important role in distributive justice. In order to 
redistribute resources, there needs to be a certain level of trust between the 
participants. People require assurance that if they commit themselves to certain 
rules, others will do the same. In practice, governments provide this assurance in the 
form of public goods. Distributive justice thus requires reciprocity in the form of public 
goods. 
  My objection to this argument is that it fails to show how reciprocity is 
necessary for the existence of distributive justice. I think that reciprocity is an 
important part of justice. The provision of public goods might be an essential element 
for the principles of justice to have any effect, as mentioned by Sangiovanni and 
Miller. This, however, makes reciprocity into a practical matter which should be 
present before any duties of distributive justice can be set out.  
 I agree with Abizadeh, by saying that for the scope of justice to be limited, the 
argument needs to prove that the existence of a basic structure is presupposed 
before demands of justice can arise. In this case, reciprocity forms a constitutive to 
justice, but not an existence condition. The argument does not provide any reasons 
for limiting the scope of justice, but rather creates a demand for extending the scale 
of the basic structure. If reciprocity is essential to justice, these relationships need to 
be extended for the principles of justice to be able to do their work. With this, the 
argument sets out a challenge for applying global distributive principles but does not 
consist of a valid argument against these principles.   
   
5.2 Left-Institutionalism  
To recall, the argument from the left-institutionalists was the following: (1) the scope 
of the principles of justice is limited to those who share an institutional relationship, 
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(2) people all around the world share an institutional relationship that is strong 
enough, therefore (3) there are global distributive principles of justice. The left-
institutionalist thus need to provide arguments for the second claim to be true.  
 The first argument that provides reasons for the left-institutionalist claim 
comes from Beitz. Beitz argues that there exists a global scheme of social 
cooperation which is based on states participating in complex international economic 
relationships. This scheme is strong enough, according to Beitz, to base duties of 
distributive justice on.  
 The claim that is up for discussion in this argument is that there exist strong 
economic relationships. Heath argues that that international cooperation remains 
much weaker when compared to cooperation that happens within societies. Heath 
makes a valid point by pointing out that cooperation on the domestic level is more 
intense. This, however, does not form a reason to have less distributive duties in 
these societies. I agree with Beitz by stating that the intensity of the economic 
relationships is not so much relevant to distributive justice. What connects people 
into a relevant relationship is that some people are benefiting from the trade while 
other do not fare well. Distributive justice requires this type of institutional 
relationship, rather than the same type of cooperation that is present on the domestic 
level.  
 The argument from Beitz may be strong, but it is incomplete. Economic 
relationships can form a strong basis for duties of justice. Much of what societies are 
built upon is the structure of economic relationships. I argue, that alone these 
economic relationships are insufficient for basing duties of distributive justice on. To 
use an example provided by Barry (1982, p. 233), we would not argue that there are 
duties of distributive justice between prehistoric tribes just because there exists trade 
between them. I argue that trade plays an important role but alone is not enough for 
duties of distributive justice. I will further explain why after discussing the second left-
institutionalist argument.   
 The second argument came from Moellendorf. Moellendorf argues that duties 
of distributive justice are limited to those people who share an association. An 
association exists between those people whose actions affect each other's moral 
interests. Such an associative relationship must adhere to the following 
requirements: they are (1) relatively strong, (2) largely non-voluntary, (3) consist of a 
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significant amount of background rules for relationships between peoples, (4) be 
governed by norms that can be subject to human control.   
 I argued that Beitz approach regarding economic relationships was insufficient 
for basing duties on. Moellendorf goes beyond these economic relationships and 
adds an extra emphasis on the institutional relations that are behind these 
relationships. International trade is guided by a comprehensive set of background 
rules provided by organizations like the World Trade Organization (WTO). I agree 
with Moellendorf because I argue that these institutional relationships are what binds 
people together in a real cooperative scheme. Important here is the non-voluntary 
part in Moellendorf's approach. Trade alone forms a loose relationship from which 
one could retreat if he wanted to. If, however, trade is guided by institutional 
relationships people are stuck together. Because of this non-voluntary characteristic, 
I argue it becomes the duty of those who benefit more from these relationships to 
share this with others.  
 Let's go back to the previous example from Barry, regarding the two tribes 
that trade with each other. I argue that there is no duty of distributive justice between 
those tribes as these tribes by merely trading do not form an association. As 
described in the first chapter, Rawls states that no society in the world has resources 
so scarce that it is unable to properly function. Therefore, if at any point one of the 
tribes feels like the relationship is unfavourable it has the option to not trade anymore 
and becoming self-sufficient. I argue, that without the existence of an association 
distributive duties do not follow as the two societies are not committed to each other 
in any way. This is different in our current international order where participation is 
often forced and a significant amount of institutional relationships exist next to the 
economic relationships. The scope of distributive justice is limited, I argue, to these 
relationships.  
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VI. Conclusion 
 
The main question I tried to answer in this thesis was: ''Is it justified to limit the scope 
of distributive principles of justice to the basic structure of a domestic society when 
the basic structure is understood as compromising the institutions that guide social 
cooperation?''. I have attempted to answer this question by discussing two views on 
the topic. I found the right-institutionalist arguments unconvincing and I, therefore, 
argue that the scope of the principles should not be limited. 
  I have provided two arguments from the right-institutionalist position. In the 
first argument, Freeman argued that domestic cooperation is more important as it is 
necessary for the development into intelligent human beings. International 
cooperation on the other hand only provides economic gains which makes it 
important but not necessary. The second argument limited distributive justice to the 
domestic case as this is the only place where reciprocity is present. 
 The scholars from the left-institutionalist position disagree with these 
arguments. Abizadeh criticizes the reciprocity argument because it fails to say 
anything about the scope of justice. The other two left-institutionalist scholars 
provided arguments for why the world does exist out of one global basic structure. 
Beitz argued that the world consists of a global scheme of cooperation due to most 
states participating in international economic relationships. The fact that these 
relationships are favorable for some, but increase inequality for others constitutes 
enough of an institutional relationship that we can base distributive principles of 
justice on. Moellendorf pointed towards how people all around the world are 
connected in an association by people affecting each other's moral interests.  
 In the fourth chapter, I have evaluated all these arguments. Based on the 
evaluation of the arguments I conclude that the arguments provided by the left-
institutionalist are the strongest. Freeman's argument regarding individual 
development point towards a difference between the domestic and international 
structure which is what I argue too vague. There are differences, but I do not think 
these differences nowadays are as substantial as Freeman argues. I agree with 
Abizadeh's criticism on the reciprocity argument as I argue that the argument only 
provides reason for reciprocity to be a constituent to justice, rather than being 
presupposed.  
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 The two left-institutionalist arguments from Beitz and Moellendorf provide 
reasons to believe in the existence of a global basic structure. Beitz argument shows 
the presence of a strong economic cooperative scheme in the relevant sense. This 
economic dimension is necessary, but I argue, an insufficient basis for distributive 
justice as it is missing an institutional focus. This focus is provided by Moellendorf, 
according to who the existence of a global association provides the right basis for 
global principles of distributive justice.  
 This research is limited in a couple of ways. I have only discussed those 
arguments regarding international distributive justice that adopt a relational 
approach, focus on the basic structure as the primary site of justice and which define 
the basic structure as social cooperation. This leaves out many views about 
international distributive justice like for example non-relational views or views in 
which the basic structure consists of those institutions that subject people to 
coercion.   
 As the conclusion of my thesis is that a limitation of the scope of distributive 
principles to the domestic society is not justified, it follows from my research that the 
duty that rests upon our shoulders is much greater than is often thought. It is not 
enough, as Rawls stated, to merely create stable conditions. It is necessary for 
governments to treat foreign people in the same way as they do their own citizens. 
The application of global distributive principles will have many impracticalities. The 
international order is still dominated by states, so it will be difficult to surpass this. 
Further research will have to be conducted towards solving these problems. What 
kind of global distributive principles could suit our current world order? Based on my 
research, it is also important to pay special attention towards the role of reciprocity. 
The argument did not provide any reason for limiting the scope of justice, but it does 
suggest the extra task of providing these reciprocal relationships all over the world.  
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